crisis as a deluge that had been sent 'as a scourge for the sins of the learned'.6 Reminding Swift of Solomon's dictum, 'There's no end of making Books', Pope wrote that he hoped their forthcoming miscellany would be able to distinguish itself from the mass by some salient quality, some 'mark of the Elect'.7 Swift despaired of keeping up with the innumerable pamphlets published, and claimed to have given up reading them (Correspondence, I, 178 (26 September 17 Io) ). Polylogy was a matter that Swift took very seriously: 'If Books and Laws continue to increase as they have done for fifty Years past; I am in some Concern for future Ages, how any Man will be learned, or any Man a Lawyer' (Works, IV, 246). It is significant that Swift dated this associated proliferation of books and laws from the time of the Civil War.
In the fictional literary marketplace of A Tale of a Tub, rampant and promiscuous publication has become so natural a phenomenon that public works are in hand to canalize the flood of noxious material ('Preface', p. 4I). Pat Rogers has shown that the physical proximity of Grub Street to Fleet Ditch provided insalubrious innuendos to contemporary satirists of every calibre.8 This metaphor for literary production was not entirely Swift's creation, but it was he that extended its rhetorical power when he exploited the purgative potential of lists in the 'Description of a City Shower' and later in Gulliver's Travels. According to Locke's famous definition, language is the 'common Conduit, whereby the Improvements of Knowledge are conveyed from one Man, and one Generation to another'.9 The Scriblerians elevated the cloacal metaphor from simple scabrousness to a serious diagnosis of literary pollution as a cultural malady. They did not scruple to assert that literature had been allowed to degenerate from a linguistic artery to a common sewer.
The sheer quantity of detritus conveyed in Grub Street's disemboguing stream challenged and finally defied the literary imagination. The freshness of that dismay is almost impossible to recapture now, after another three centuries of literary proliferation. In the world of Swift's Grub-Street hack, all expression falls into tautology, since all possible utterance is already extant, simply as a result of the mechanical workings of permutation.10 A conviction of the redundant nature of modern literature seems to lie behind many of Swift's games with language: his analects of gruesome puns, his perverse taste for platitudes, and, of course, his collection of the flowers of Polite Conversation, a constant project of his over a period of thirty-six years.11 'The Reader quickly finds it is all Pork, with a little variety of Sawce' (Tub, 'Preface', p. 50). Controversy and repetition are the two inevitable modes of modern writing: epigoni are condemned to a choice of revisionism or plagiarism. Rampant literary pollution is taken to its logical conclusion in Borges's story, 'The Library of Babel', from which this paper borrows its title.12 Borges's Library simply presents the enormity of literary pluralism that is to be found in all copyright libraries, massively enlarged upon principles maximally formal: it contains all possible combinations of the letters of the alphabet (the Laputan literature machine would require only slight retooling to adapt it to the manufacture of this library). Very few of the library's volumes contain even snatches of intelligibility, but, since it is 'total', its nauseous infinity of permutations includes all books that can be written in all languages (employing the latin alphabet). The rich range of options that the library's comprehensiveness appears to promise soon disappoints, however, because each individual avatar of potentiality is completely inaccessible amidst the innumerable legions of contingent versions. The entire structure is condemned to parochialism: every new contribution to literature is pre-empted by a tired cynicism that can only regard each example as a trivial variant. Each work within the literary array is unstable and relative; it exists only as a negligible fraction of an unencompassable whole.
Babel
The chaos of literary pluralism that appears in A Tale of a Tub burlesques the religious and political history of the seventeenth century. The allegation that Jack had set up Babel as his deity draws an explicit parallel between the Modern world and the Generation of the Dispersion. Babel was a particularly topical image for the troubled seventeenth century because of its coupling of linguistic solidarity with social unity: the catastrophe that befell the post-fluvial generation comprised not only the confusion of tongues, but also the division of mankind into separate and inimical nations. A second Fall of Man occurred when the builders of Babel were set one against the other and were scattered across the face of the earth. Swift was drawing upon traditional interpretations of the Babel story in Genesis when he diagnosed the cause of the modern predicament to be the same as that of the original Confusion: tyranny.
Recent work upon seventeenth-century and early eighteenth-century universal language schemes has revealed a widespread preoccupation with the Confusion among philosophers and scientists of this period.13 Several linguistic systems were designed with the utopian object of rectifying the second universal curse either by creating a philosophical language that utilized 'real characters' rather than arbitrary signs, or by recovering the original 'Adamic' language spoken by all mankind before the Confusion. Swift was, predictably, highly sceptical of some of the schemes under consideration: his Balnibarbian sages, staggering under their back-packs of word-objects, are generally taken as direct satire of Bishop Wilkins's logical atomism.14 However, Swift's consternation at the overpopulation of the surfaces, described above, is related to the quest for a purified language that these projectors conducted.
What (Patriarcha, p. 59). Locke quoted Filmer's own statement against him in order to rally the arch-monarchist upon his anomalous severity towards Nimrod, the first king.23 Locke perceived that Nimrod was a cardinal flaw in Filmer's lucid and dangerous absolutist case. Since Nimrod had usurped power, he was a very dubious precedent for the patriarchalists to cite; he could not be bypassed, however, in an argument that attempted to trace the succession of political authority in a continuous patriarchal line back to Adam. Usurpation and absolutism were central accusations levelled against the Stuart apologists, and Nimrod, as the archetype of insolent tyranny, was widely invoked in the rhetoric of the anti-monarchists. This debate and the use of these terms was by no means confined to Locke and Filmer: Harrington periodically alludes to Nimrod in order to embarrass his monarchist opponents, while Butler applies the same damning epithet to the revolutionary Puritans.24 It is in this context that Milton's seeming digression upon Nimrod is to be understood (Paradise Lost, xII. 24-63). It is noteworthy that this passage never mentions Nimrod by name; it was assumed that the periphrasis in lines 33-36, A mighty hunter thence he shall be styled Before the Lord, as in despite of Heav'n ... And from rebellion shall derive his name, would be readily recognized. Nimrod was a conventional topos in the argument against absolutism, which Swift adapted to his own purposes. Swift drew upon Nimrod's notoriety in the course of his campaign against Wood's Half-Pence, when he protested that 'Ireland is the first Imperial Kingdom, since Nimrod, which ever wanted Power, to Coin their own Money' (Works, xII, 57). Ostensibly this is a neutral apologue for the first sovereign power, but actually it supplies the tacit warning to England against despotic maltreatment of Ireland which forms the dangerous undercurrent of all of the Drapier's Letters. In his sermon upon 'Doing Good', preached upon the same topic, Swift compared Ireland to Nineveh, as an illustration of God's special providence protecting the public as a whole, and as a reminder of the enormity of offences against the public (Works, Ix, 238). He warned that England's usurpation of Ireland's rights would inevitably bring chaos upon that kingdom.
Swift's first political tract, the Contests and Dissentions in Athens and Rome, attributed both the dangerous folly of partisan politics and the ruthlessness of despots to the ambition of proud men to submit the entire world to their power. So endless and exorbitant are the Desires of Men, whether considered in their Persons or their States, that they will grasp at all, and can form no Scheme of perfect Happiness with less. Ever since Men have been united into Governments, the Hopes and Endeavours after universal Swift warns the young clergyman that obscure terms of divinity available to him might tempt him to speak from his pulpit injust such a private language, with all the complacent knowingness and exclusivity that linguistic privacy offers.
Wagstaff, the fictitious editor of Polite Conversation, has no scruples on this account. After all, the function of his manual is to rake together as many mode-words and catch-phrases as possible, by which the members of the clique of'polite' society are to identify themselves. Paradoxically, the same Wagstaff who displays puerile Modernist delight at the latest abortive vogue is also the mouthpiece for a historical account of linguistic decline which is substantially Swift's own. Wagstaffregretfully confesses in his introduction that most of his flowers of eloquence are gathered from previous generations. Hejudges the decline of language to be due to the introduction of cant during the reign of Charles II, which has meant that the 'Terms of Art' of courtiers and town wits are subject to continual change (Works, iv, I05-Io6). This account can be matched point for point with a version recorded in all soberness in Swift's Proposalfor Correcting, Improving and Ascertaining the English Tongue, which adds that the Rebellion laid the foundation for linguistic abuse, upon which the decadent Restoration built the brittle superstructure of fashionable politeness (Works, iv, o).
Jargon is pathologically private in two ways: it is the exclusive code of a minority, and it is notoriously ephemeral. Gulliver apologizes that his nautical language might appear dated, and puts it down to the tendency among sea-Yahoos, like the land ones, 'to become new fangled in their words'; matters have reached so low an ebb that Yahoos coming from London to visit Gulliver in Redriff are unable to communicate with him, or he with them (Gulliver's Travels, 'Letter to Cousin Sympson', p. 7). The handicap of the Struldbruggs, living like foreigners in their own country because of the continual change in the language of their mortal neighbours, was to Swift a spectacle as terrifying and pathetic as their forgetting the beginning of the sentence by the time they reached the end.
Swift's condemnation of jargon differs from the conventional attacks upon scholasticism in its emphasis upon the divisive quality of this linguistic abuse. His conviction that the fragmentation of the language was a political issue is consistent with his use of the Babel analogy. Swift believed that private languages were the product of clandestine minorities within the nation whose political ambitions were extra-constitutional. Some of these groups were simply avaricious parasites whose peculations enriched the closed circle of their families and friends, others were infiltrating the country on behalf of foreign powers (the papists), but the most dangerous of all were the dissenters, bent upon the anarchic work that their fathers had left unfinished. The 'art of canting' is invaluable to the dissenting preacher, for mobilizing the gullible masses behind causes they do not understand (Works, Ix, 173), or for popularizing an opportune new-speak meaning of the word 'moderation' The phrase refers specifically to the enthusiasts' claim to personal revelation, or 'inner light', but it has wider connotations.
'Private Spirit' is a condition shared by many of the corruptions that Swift attacked in his political writing and his satires. In the fantastic world of Swift's satirical hyperbole, each private-spirited fraternity has its own ethos and its peculiar code of dress and belief. Modes of behaviour have become so proprietary and refined that not only different nations but neighbouring parishes and even adjacent streets can be possessed of inimical mores. Just as 'Wit has its Walks and Purlieus, out of which it may not stray the breadth of an Hair, upon peril of being lost' (Tub, 'Preface', p. 43), so too the national religion and language are confined within claustrophobic boundaries, having been so far encroached on by enclosure that they are regarded as little more than local customs (Works, III, 49) .
The only way to prevent discourse from degenerating into a confusion of private languages is to cultivate conventions, to call things by the same names as other people call them by. Otherwise, as Locke realized, 'Men's Language will be like that of Babel, and every Man's Words, being intelligible only to himself, would no longer serve to conversation, and the ordinary Affairs of Life' (Essay, III. 6. 28 (p. 456)). According to Locke, private languages are prior to, and indeed the basis of, all language. According to this model, public language is the result of a purely fortuitous intersection between many private languages.30 Obviously, the more private languages there are, the longer the odds against such a serendipitous coincidence, and the greater the chance of the public forum degenerating into a concourse of monads.
Similarly, private collectives can be unified to coincide with the public interest only through the active fostering of consensus values. In its largest sense, convention ensures not just mutual intelligibility but also a communal identity and a cultural heritage. Lord Munodi, the only sane man in Lagado, shows this respect for convention in resisting the innovations of the projectors, and contenting himself with the 'old Forms' (Gulliver's Travels, II. 4 (p. 177)), those commonplaces of life that are rejected only by madmen (Tub, Section IX, p. I 7 ). Convention is central to Swift's conservative political arguments, the value he set upon history, his hints directed towards the improvement of manners and conversation, and his scheme to 'ascertain' English, to guard against the stifling accretion of sophistical innovations.
Language, literary form, ethics, and law are all repositories of human endeavour where convention has an important role in unifying and stabilizing plural options. In some of these areas convention is not even questioned: for example, it would be ludicrous for someone to accuse another of plagiarizing his moral principles, because universalism is an essential feature of a moral code. Similarly, a legal system must, by its very nature, resist privatization; in the Deuteronomic idiom, a judge must not respect persons.31 A fundamental objection that Swift and other orthodox thinkers held against enthusiasts, projectors, dissenters, and all Moderns who appeal to the private authority of the individual mind was that such a principle is 273-74) ). 'Letters should not be known' is a stipulation of a number of imaginary commonwealths.38 The Houyhnhnms' oral rather than written culture belongs to a vigorous anti-literary tradition which is ultimately Platonic in origin. It has been demonstrated that Swift's Houyhnhnms manifest Platonic attitudes towards government, family, education, even truthtelling, and that they embody specifically Platonic models of the virtues of reason and simplicity. Writing is superfluous for them since they possess that wisdom which Socrates declared could never be reduced to the invariant and unresponsive form of writing.39 Should we then take literature itself to be one of Swift's satiric targets? At the very least, the Houyhnhnms' lack of a literature implies that such a concession to human frailty would be uncalled-for in a rational world.
Collins advocated the freest possible proliferation of literature, using arguments that appeared to Swift to lead to the abyss of agnostic relativism. According to Swift's 'translation' of the Discourse of Free-Thinking, Collins argues that since there are many holy scriptures in the world, only one of which can be right, each person must read them all (without any intrusive guidance) and choose freely between them, 'for there are Twenty to One against us, that we may be in the wrong'. Collins apparently also holds that if ten thousand free thinkers thought differently from the received doctrine, and from each other, they would all have a right and a duty to publish their thoughts '(provided they were all sure of being in the right)' (Works, Iv, 32, 36). Therefore, though twenty to one against the preservation of the security of Church and State are already dangerously long odds, this figure proves to be rather a conservative estimate. To Collins's scandalous suggestion that all of these works should be read, Swift's effective reply was that they should rather be burned.
Jack One must, of course, conclude that Swift's incendiary animus against literature is largely a rhetorical fiction. That it has tactical value is clear; but perhaps it is not entirely under control. The burning of books is a typical velleity of crabbed and vengeful reactionaries; in Swift's case, however, this desire is not acknowledged to be shamefully malicious but is, on the contrary, demonstrative and raucous. The notion that most books should rather be burnt than read is, consciously, so rancorous as to place it safely outside the realm of serious suggestion. 
